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This fall semester, four sections of THL226 Old 
Testament engaged in a 2.5 week role-playing game 
centered around the reform of King Josiah from 2 Kings 
22–23. Students played out specific characters from the 
reform—priests, prophets, royal courtiers, merchants, 
soldiers, and others—in debating and voting on the 
measures under consideration in 622 BCE Judah. The 
Josiah game curriculum develops out of a “Reacting to 
the Past” consortium of college educators who use this 
pedagogy to teach discipline-specific content while 
achieving other general education learning outcomes. 
By writing position papers, giving speeches, and 
collaborating with other “faction” members, students aim 
to persuade their peers to act and vote according to 
their specified victory objectives. In this way, students 
take on leadership roles in the classroom, exercise 
new-found political muscles, and pore over course 
content with a new motivation—to win the game. 
Theology as “Reacting” Role-Play 
The Reform of King Josiah Curriculum from the Reacting to the Past (RTTP) Consortium
John T. Noble and Mark Reasoner
Department of Theology and Philosophy, College of Arts and Sciences at Marian University Indianapolis
Methodology
Most RTTP games take about three weeks to play out. This includes time on 
the front end for students to research, and for the professor to teach about 
the context of the game; it includes time for the students to “play” the game 
by writing, speaking, and collaborating to accomplish their unique character
role objectives; and it includes a day of “post-mortem” on the back end for 
discussion about how the game went, lessons learned, and what really 
happened. These games are student-led, and can be rigorous (or not) 
according to the intention of the professor. 
Student Testimonials
Transferable Skills ”I am not the strongest leader ever; it just is not really in 
my comfort zone. When I was given this job as the head leader in the game, I 
was very nervous. I was unsure how it was going to go. I had no background 
knowledge on Asaiah either. I learned that I CAN be a great leader in front of 
my peers when I relax and be confident. I actually enjoyed it in the end and 
am proud of myself for stepping out of my comfort zone.” 
“I was able to imagine how a prophet feels when giving a prophesy, because 
if it is false, they are killed … however, I learned to jump in order to succeed. I 
was able to do more throughout the game by taking risks and not being 
afraid of failing or losing.” 
“During the game there were a few times … I barely knew my own position 
and they [other students] were asking me questions about why my position 
was the way it was and I had to come up with stories and reasons as to why 
keeping the “high places” would help the economy and why it would help my 
inn … This showed me that I am better at thinking on my feet than I thought 
I was. This was something really cool for me to learn about myself.” 
Critical Reflections
Opportunities for Other MU Disciplines
From the Reacting Consortium Purpose Statement
“The Reacting Consortium develops Reacting to the Past (RTTP) role 
playing games to inform and transform student learning in American 
higher education. These games effectively support the achievement of 
critical thinking, historical and intercultural knowledge, empathy, 
leadership, integrative learning, effective communication skills, and 
intellectual curiosity among students. They promote innovative teaching 
by faculty and administrators of higher education.” 
https://reacting.barnard.edu/reactingconsortium
Abstract
Counterfactuals This pedagogy is called “Reacting to the Past” rather than 
“Re-Enacting the Past” because there is room for the game to be played 
out in ways that do not correspond with actual, lived events. This semester, 
for example, the council in Jerusalem voted down the proposed reform! The 
general logic here is that students learn about the contingent nature of 
history itself—things didn’t necessarily have to work out the way they did.
In another example, one student writes: “One thing that I was thinking 
about while this game was going on was that as a woman that was also a 
prostitute, during this time in history, my position would not have been 
heard by those who were around me and especially by the people in power. 
I had kind of expected this to play over in the game. If my character were 
actually at the council back when the scroll was found, I would guarantee 
that no one would pay any attention to my character’s point of view. In 
class, however, everyone I talked to listened to what I had to say. I am very 
glad that this part of society stayed even when we were portraying people 
from so long ago.”  
The “Reform of King Josiah” RTTP curriculum is only one of 
many that the consortium has developed. The pedagogy 
emerges out of the discipline of history, but there are relevant 
games for courses throughout the Arts and Sciences. For 
more information, visit 
https://reacting.barnard.edu/consortium or consult the RTTP 
facebook “faculty lounge” for advice from faculty veterans. 
One can also peruse the book Minds on Fire: How Role-
Immersion Games Transform College, written by Mark 
Carnes, Barnard College Professor of History and founder of 
the Reacting to the Past pedagogy. 
Pictured: Candidates campaign for the vacant office of high priest. Students
play out the historical situation according to the philosophies and objectives
of their character roles. 
Pictured: The Trial of Hilkiah
Pictured: The Levite Woman. Students are assigned 
character roles (mostly) at random. This gives them
opportunity to look at the historical moment with empathy
from a perspective they might not otherwise consider.Control RTTP depends on giving students control of theclassroom for an extended period of time. It feels risky as an 
instructor, and it is. The temptation always is to step into the 
scene and direct with a heavy hand; yet research shows that 
RTTP games are more effective when students have autonomy 
to correct each other and learn from their mistakes. Some 
students will do less work (= take a passive role) in the game, but 
there is pressure from their peers to pull their weight in order to 
achieve mutual objectives. 
Coverage One consideration is that instructors often must 
sacrifice a fair amount of course content coverage to make space 
for three weeks or more of game time for a specific topic. For 
many, the upside is worth the trade-off, because students are 
able to go so much deeper into the material and learn so many 
other lessons about leadership, negotiation, communication, and 
related elements of critical thought. 
Critical Reflections
Pictured: Philistine wine merchant says her piece.
Student Testimonials
Engaging the content ”I learned more from this reenactment of Josiah’s 
reform than I ever thought I could from a roleplay game. I did lots of research 
to defend my points in order to win my victory objectives because I was 
determined. While writing my papers, I found myself reading further into the 
documents and books because I was so interested in the history.”
“I was skeptical at the beginning of the semester because I was worried this 
was going to be super weird or awkward to do … It was super neat to be able 
to see what politics or counsels like this would have been like for this time 
period. I found it kind of interesting that conversations like we had within the 
game would have taken place in real life … This game has definitely changed 
my perspective on how I read and interpret the Bible because I am not a lot 
more curious about historical context and what was taking place around that 
time and how it would have affected the outcome of certain Bible stories … 
it made my biblical literacy a lot better.”
“After completing this game, I looked back at some of the texts and I noticed 
that I read it in a more narrative way. I reread some of the Jeremiah chapters 
and I read it in our class’s characters voice … That dynamic of reading was 
interesting for me to observe … maybe the fact that I was able to put 
concrete faces to what I read was beneficial for my reading of the Bible.” 
“As someone who is constantly seeking to grow and enrich my Christian 
faith, I am very thankful to have participated in the Josiah’s Reform Game. It 
was a privilege to engage in the course material through such an 
enlightening and active learning activity, but Josiah’s Reform Game also 
allowed me to explore the ‘world behind the text’ in ways I did not think 
were possible … Now, I know that understanding the ‘world behind the text’ 
can include understanding the humanity of the Old Testament figures, too.”
